Adults with cystic fibrosis are consulted on advertising concepts, as well as parents of children with the disease. Most people don't know much about cystic fibrosis, says Pierotti, and hard-hitting advertisements are necessary to get people to realize it is a serious problem that deserves attention.
"Creating an ad campaign is a huge challenge. The foundation is very mindful of how families affected by CF might receive a campaign message. They are designed with a lot of care," says Pierotti. "The advertising is aimed at people who don't know about CF, but you can't shield people who have CF from seeing the ads."
Within the cystic fibrosis community, reaction to the foundation's current advertising campaign, which was launched in 2008 and will run until April 2011, has been mixed.
"Some do not like a hard-hitting ad no matter what the reasoning behind it," says Pierotti. "Some will say they don't like it but understand we need to do it to breakthrough to the public. Then there are some with the CF community who think we should be a lot tougher, though they are probably not the majority."
Controversial health advertising is nothing new, of course. In 2007, for example, the New York University Child Study Center launched its "ransom notes" campaign to raise awareness about several psychiatric disorders that affect children, such as attentiondeficit hyperactivity disorder. The ads were written in a way to suggest children were being kidnapped by these disorders. One ad read: "We have your son. We will make sure he will no longer be able to care for himself or interact socially as long as he lives," and was signed "Autism."
"We saw this as something that dehumanizes us," says Ari Ne'eman, president of the Autistic Self Advocacy Network.
Many people protested the "ransom notes" campaign, and it was quickly shut down. According to Ne'eman, ads that succeed in raising public awareness and money for research and treatment for a disability or disease are really failures if they harm the people directly affected.
"It's putting raising money ahead of bettering the lives of the people they purport to serve," says Ne'eman. "Through the same means that you are raising money you are making those people less welcome in schools, in workplaces and in their own homes. No matter what you spend that money on, it's a net loss." -Roger Collier, CMAJ
